A-35

THE FIRST MONTH OUT

Post-Incarceration Experiences
In New York City

Marta Nelson
Perry Deess
Charlotte Allen

Vera Institute of Justice
September 1999

=
SR



A - 36

© Vera Ingtitute of Justice, Inc, 1999, All rights reserved.

This report was prepared under a grant from the New York State Division of Criminal Justice
Services{IXC¥s}, with additional funding support fronthe Open Society Institute's Center on
Crime, Communities and Culture. The New York State Division of Parole, Department of
Corractional Services, and the New York City Deparunent OF Correction provided full
cooperation and support for the research. Unamibuted points of view are those of the authors and
do,not necessarily represent the official positions Or policies of the above- mentioned
organizations or their representatives. Unsealed criminal history data-on subjects participating in
this research were provided to \iera by IXCJS on the condition that strict safeguards be followed
in protecting the Sbjects™ identity. DCIS & in no way responsible for the analytic methods wused
with these data or conclusions derived from the analysesthat appear in this report.

TR
B



Executive Summary

People are being released from prison and jail into New York City in record numbers. The New York
State Department of Correctional Services{{>0CS) releases approximately25,060 people ayear to the
city, and the New York Cityjails release almost 100,000. Given these large numbers, policy makers
and researchershave begun to ask critical questions: Are those leaving prison ready for what they are
aboutto ercounter? Do they have the skills to navigate a world without bars, where drugs are
.plentiful, where they will have to compete for jobs, and where their families may not be willing to
supportthem? The stakes arz high: the greatest percentage of re-arrests cocers within three months of
release, right after the shock of re-entry.

This study soughtanswers to these questions by following a group of 49 people released from
New York State prisons and New York Cityjails for thirty days to team what actuaily happened to
them. Vera Institute of Justice staff asked them about their expectations, the release experience itself,
reurtions with family, attemptsto find work, encounterswith old Wends and neighborhoods, paraie
supervision, and exposure to drugs and illegal activity. The goal was to gather a wealth of details and
impresiioosabouttheir lives that might reveal patterns in tackfing the major challenges of this
pericd—peiterns that could suggestfuture strategies to ensure successful reintegration.

Theresearchersdid find patterns in several areas.ofthe participants' lives. Most of those who
landed jobs were either re-hired by formeremployersor bad help from family or friends. Relatively
few found new jobs on their own, often becausethey did not kmaw how to conduct ajob search or find
employerswho would hire ex-offenders.Many were stymied in their aftempts to work or appiy for
-public assistancebecause they lacked basic identification. Many experienced delays in getting drug
treatment, because they did not have Medicaid. The majority of people lived with their families and
were welcome to stay there indefinitely; those whowent to shelterswere three times aslikely to
abscond from-parole. Indeed, supportive familieswere an indicator of success acrossthe hard,
correlating with lower drug use, greater likeliheod of findingjobs, and less cfiminal activity; For those
with seme income or Family support, parole supervisionsetved asan importantexternal check on
substance use and criminal behavior; most people appreciated being monitored..

The authors found that, while the time after release- is fiaught with problems, it also offersan
opportanity to capitalize on most people's strong desire to turn their lives around. But to take
advantage of this censiderable momentum, people need to be better prepared before release. They start
the process of connecting with employers who will hue ex-offenders; get the identification they will
need to fmd ajob or cash a check; sign up for Medicaid coverage so they can enroll in drug treatment;
and assessed and referred for mental health services. Further, their family members could be
encouraged and trained to provide cruciai support These pre-release preparations, coupled with the
positive effect ofmonitoring by parole; could greatly improve people's chances of success after they
'leaveprison or jail. o
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introduction

Cal was released from Cueensboro Correctional Facility inJuly 1999, three anda Aalf
years after he began aprison termfor selling drugs and violating the conditions of his
parolefrom aprevious drug conviction.’

Cal returned to the same neighborhood he caise frome—one he describesas drug
infested. He moved back in with Ais fiancée and their seven-year-old daughter, aswell as
his stepdaughterand her son. Finances were already tight: 4is fiancée is onpublic
assistance, and the family spent fouwr days without efectricity because they could not pay
the bill. Even thefood he had always eaten with hisfamily sat heavy in his stomach after
aprison diet.

Despite the hardships, Calfelf fortunate to be with his loved ones again None ofhis
family members are on drugs, and he considers them a good influence on him. “/ missed
themalot,” he said. ““Andl owe them a lot. They need support **

Determined to get ajob, he immediately startedfallowing up on a list ofpotential
employers he had received in hispre-release class in an upstateprison. These were
places that supposedly hired ex-offenders. But he worked his way down the list with no
success: eitherthe places did not exist or they did not acceptparolees. Calwas
discouraged but not defeated. He startedpounding the pavementevery day, sometimes
walking long distances because he could not afford the sranspertationfare. “Yougotta
look,” he said. “Alot of people expect thejobs fo come fo them.”

One morning he got up at 6:00, arrived at the unemployment gffice at 8:30, walked
23 blocks too hotel #ar hadposteda listing, and was turned downfor ajob cleaning
toilets when he told them he was on parole. Dejected, he went home, cleaned his
apartment, and cooked dinnerfor hisfamily.

His shird week out, Caf asked the moving companyacroés the street
from his aparement if they had any openings. He did not rextion that he was on parole,
and they hired him on the spot. /is parole officer was thrilledfor him and asked eniy to
see pay stubs as evidence of his work. At the end of ks first month out, Cal was working'
fwo tofour days a week, in shifts that could fast 16 hours. The work was Aard— It
tired, it’s a lot of /ifiing "'—but he was hying to log as many hours aspossible to qualify
for union benefits. He was less worried about the stability d thisjob once he told his boss
about hisparole status and discovered that his boss had been onparole too. “I fzel good,
real good,” he said about having work

Cal was less sanguine about staying offdrugs. Some oid fi-tends he still
saw were using drugs, and he warried that he would bepicked up in the drug sweegs that
go on in his neighborhood. He coped with temptation by staying inside with his
family as much as he could. Unfortunately,he was not able to get an appointment to be
assessedfor drug freafmert until @ month and o saif affer he got out. Hisparole afficer

¢ All names have been changed to protect participants’ identities.
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extendedhis curfew to 11 p.n. so that, gfter he is assessed, ke can attend evening
treatment SeSSiONS.

Cal was guardedfy optimistic about his fisture. On ascale gf| to 5, with §
meaning “least Likely, " he rated as 2 the possibility that he wouldend up back inprison.
“I'm going to do my best not to go back

Cal’s story raises many of the issues that confront the approximately 350 people who are released
from prison and jail to New York City daily. His search for work, his reunion with his family, his
attempts to stay away fromdrugs, his retter: tn the same neighborhood and to the same friends
with whom he used to associate: these scenarios are ptayed out every day inneighborhoods
throughout the city. And there are more dramas than can be contained in any one story. Cal found
work by the end of thirty days out; a majority do not Cal stayed clean through at least thirty days;
some do not. Cal's family gave him crucial suppert; some families do not. But mining the details
ofhis life during this period lends a texture to the discussion ofthe problems people face when
they get out, and the possible solutions, that no purely statistical survey can convey.

Researchersat the Vera Institute of Justice set out to collect and analyze such detail in the
summer of 1999, commissioned by the New York State Task Force on Parele and with support
from the Open Society Institute's Center on Crime, Communities and Culture. By studying a
relatively small group of people just released from prison, 49 inall, we hoped to learn notonly
whether they gotjobs, stayed away from criminal activity and drugs, and obeyed the conditions
of their parole, but how they did so. Indeed, reviewing the details of 49 stories, we were able to
identify patterns of successand failure in findingjobs, feeling satisfied and dissatisfied with
parole services, staying clean and relapsing, and staying straight and returning to criminal
activity. Some patterns were more clear-cutthan others. Where a pattern did not emerge, we
noted that too.

The followingreport is an accaunt, issue by issue, of what we [earned from participants about
life in the first thirty days after getting out of prison or jail. While there is no magic in looking
only at the first mmonth after release, those first days and weeks appear to be critical, with arrest
rates for released prisoners highest soon after release and declining over time? The study showed
that the first month is not only a period of difficulties, but also a period o foppertunifies to get
people started on the path to employment, abstinence from drugs, good family relations, and
crime-free living.

% See, for example, Allen J. Beck, Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report: Recidivism of Prisoners
Released in 1983 {U.8. Department of Justice, 1989).
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Description of the Study

The Sample

In consultation with the study's funders, we chose eight incarcerated populations from which to
draw participants. We chose these populations because they represented a variety of pre-release
experiencesand post-release supervision. We then asked the New York City Department of
Correctionand the New York State Department of Correctional Services (DOCS) to provide lists
of inmates from each population who were scheduled to be reteased in July 1999. From these
lists, we selected names at randomi, except in cases where there were not enough names to do so.

The initial number of participants in each category and the facilities from which they came
are as follows:

= 29 felony offenders in general confinement at Albion, Bedford Hills, Queensboro,
and Sing-Sing cerrectional facilities who wers released on parole or conditional
release

e 11 graduatesfrom Lakeview Shock Incarceration Correctional Facility

¢ 10 people on work-releaseat Fulton, Lincoln, and Parkside facilities

o 10paroie violators from the Willard Drug Treatment Campus

e 7 peoplejudicially sentencedto the Willard Drug Treatment Campus

+ 7 people serving a sentence of less than a year in New York City jails on Rikers
Island

« 4 people serving a sentence of less ttenayear in New York Cityjails and who were
released on probation (split sentenced)

» 10 people from the High-Impact Incarceration Program {HII¥*} for parole violators on
Rikers Island,

Forty-nine of the 88 people selected, or 5¢ percent, completed the study. General felony
offenders,-people from work release ,facilities,shock graduates, and women were most likely to
remain in the study. Despitethis trend, the initial and final samples are virtually identical in terms
of the length of time people were incarcerated as well as their average age, gender, and the crimes
they committed. {The average length of time in both prison and jail for the state-sentenced
participants was two and a half years. The average length of stay on Rikers Island was. four
'months, with the exception of the HIIP people who all served two months.)

3 Vera fnstitute of Justice
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Original Final

Parlicipants Participanis
Average age 35 years 34 vears
Sex ‘ M F M F

65 23 33 16
Drug sale 43 (49%) 26 (53%)
Drug possession 17 (199%) 11 (22%)
Property crime (burglary, larceny) 17 (19%) 5(11%)
Robbery 3 (3.5%) 3 (6%)
Assault 2 (2.5%) 2 (4%
Weapons possession 2 (2.5%) ‘ o
YO?® drug offenses 2 (2.50 0
YO assault 1(1%) 1(2%)
Contempt 1(1%) 1 2%}
TOTAL 88 49

Those who completed the study —and whose experiences form the basis of this report—were
each interviewed seven times. The first interview took place in thejail or prison where the person
was incarcerated about two weeks before his or her release date. Each person, with the exception
of the Rikers inmates and the H | P participants, had been teid in advance by prison officials what
the survey was about and had agreed to meet with an interviewerto hear more. This initial
interview lasted about an hour and covered personal history, prc-release planning, and
expectations for the fuzture. A copy of this questionnaire and the six others used during the study
are: attached as an appendix.

The second interview occurred at the moment of refease—for many participants, when they
got off abus in New York City—and lasted about ten minutes. The questions focused on where
people were going, how much money they had, and what their expectations were.

Thethird interview took place 24 to 48 hours after release. it was the first in a series Of four
nearly identical weekly interviews. The questions addressedjob searching, sources of income,
relations with family, housing, substance use and illegal activity, and visits with parole efficers.
At the end of zach interview, we asked people to describe what they did the day before and on the
previous Saturday. These interviews lasted about 45 minutes.

The final interview occurred between 30 and 35 days after release. In addition to the
questions in the previous weekly interviews, this one includedseveral forward-tooking questions

e
Bl

*Tre defendanthad “youthfuf offender” status.
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about what life would be like in the next month and whether the person expected to remain in the
community Or retura to prison. Afterwards, participants were paid $140 ($20 per interview) and
given a copy of Connections. a free guide to resources for ex-offendersreturning to New York
City published by the New Y ark Public Library,

With few exceptions, the same person conducted all the interviews with a given participant.
People were interviewed in settings that were comfortable and convenient for them—their homes,
local restaurants, parks, and occasionally at their parole office, drug treatment program,
workplace, or the Vera Institute.

Information in this report is based entirely on what people toid us about their activities. We
did not verify any of their answers. Interviewers made judgments sbout people's honesty based
on sustained contact with them in a variety of settings. There were only a fzw instances in which
interviewerssuspected participants were not telling the truih.

In additionto the 49 participants from New York City, Vera researchers conducted one focus
group with parolees in Rochester, and ene with parolees in Albany. The purpose of these groups
was to see if the experiences of people released From prison elsewhere in New York State varied
in obvious and important ways from the experiences of people returning to New York City.
Significantdifferences are noted in the report.

The Moment of Release

The bus from Lakeview Shock Incarceration Facility prtled into the Port
Auxnthority Terminal shortly after midnight. Upon arriving, Joelle told her
platoon-mate Natalie she had "'some business to rake care ¢ uptown ""Natalie
tried to convince ker friend to give kerself a chance—to hold-off getting high
until gfter tomorrow's meeting with her parole gfficer—but Joelle seemed
unswayed as she gor into a cab alone and Naradie went home with her parents.
Natalie did not see Joelle at the parole afftee thefollowing day. Theydid not
meet againfor ten days, when Joelle stopped Natalie on the street to askfor
money.

As this brief sketch illustrates, the moment of release presents mixed opportunities: it can be an
occasion for ajoyful family reunion—perhaps the firststep toward becoming part of family life
againr-or a firstchance to resume eld habits. Ultimately, each person must choose among
sompeting courses of action, but therelease process itself can influence those decisions.

A clear way to influence peaple is to intervene immediately and directly, to actually meet
them asthey step off the bus or exit a facility. Yet we found that most people leaving prison and
jail —fifty out of the 66 we interviewed on release—re-enter the community alone. Among those

5 Vera Institute of Justice



who were met, 11 connected with family members, one with a friend, and four were met by
representativesofsocial service programs.

These immediate connections with family, friends, or community-based organizations relieve
some of the fear, loneliness, and confusion many people feel when they emerge from prison and
jail. Forexample, a woman in eur study who had been incarcerated for several years and who had
Nno one to meet her described her embarrassment when a bus driver snatched her farecard out of
ber hand and swiped it for her because she did not know how to use it. Many programs in New
York City can help ex-offendersadjust to life in the community, but they usually wait for people
to contactthem. A representative from the Minority Task Force on AIDS who met an inmate in
our study acknowledged the benefits of greeting people as they are released. “Those who go
home first, | never see them. But those who come with me straight te the office, we keep.”

Unfortunately, release procedures at some facilities work against making these connections.
When people return to the city late at night, for example, relatives and program representatives
are less likely to meet them. Parents | i e Natalie’s who go to Port Authority at 12:30 a.m. are the
exception, not the rule. It is a long trip from the Lakeview Shock Incarceration facility near Lake
Erie to New York City. If people leave in the afterncon, as the bus did on the day we scheduled
our interviews, they arrive late at night. Inmates from upstate prisons who return to the city on
commercial buses and traing may also arrive late a night. People {eaving Albion, for example,
canarrive in the city at 6 p.rmm., but only if they catch aseries of buses. Otherwise, as we observed
one night, they arrive at Port Authority at
1 a.m. Transporting the people going to New York City from far-away prisons at night—so they
arrive in the city early the next moming—is one possible solution.

Releasing people at night also postpones their access to parole and public serviees that take
clients cnly during the day. One woman we interviewed described her concern about getting
emergency cash and food stamps immediately. Because she returned to the c¢ity during working
hours, she was able to go straight to the welfare office. Heroin addicts who receive methadone in
jail need quick access to a clinic when they are released. We interviewed one man wholeft a
Na's Island facility at 3 a.re. and had to wait several hours tu get methadone. He told us he
planned to “hang out” until the clinic opened. We never found him again. Maybe Joelle would
‘havemade a different choice if she had been able to visit her parole officer as soon as she got off
the bus. She might have found out #bout freatment options, and she would have meta
representative fromthe Center for Employment Opportunities, a supported work andjob
development agency that enrolls every shock graduate.

Men leavingNew . York City-runjails are routinely reteased at night. Even though
participants of the High Impact lncarceration Program on Rikers Island graduate early in the
afternoon, they were not released uxtil 19:30 on the night we interviewed them. Most of the
families who had attended the graduation ceremony did not wait for their relative to be released.
Men released after serving asentence on Rikers Island are dropped at Queens Plazabetween 2
am. and 4 am. Although the plaza isa major transportation hub—subway lines lead to most parts
of the city—at night prostitutes, pimps, and drug dealers frequent the streetand two nearby
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doughnut shops. Most ofthe inmates we observed headed for a 24-hour store that sells cigarettes
-and beer, or to one of the doughnut shops.

Unknown or unpredictable arrival times and destinations also make it more difficult for
families and others to cennect with people as they leave a Facility or enter the city. The bus from
Witlard Drug Treatment Campus left at 6 am. and arrived in the city around 2 p.. onthe days
.we plannied to interview people releesad from that facility, but because it made several
unscheduled stops in Brooklyn, Manhattan, and the Bronx, we had trouble connecting with
people. (We have been told that the bus from Willard now stops only at the parole office in
Manhattan.) Families and program representatives who were hoping to meet people must have
been equally confused. Similarly, while female inmates are released from the Rose M. Singer
facility on Rikers Island during working hours, it may be-difficult for some familiesand program
representatives to meet them because they are told that people will be released any time between
7 2.m. and 2 p.m.—although on the days we interviewed pgopie from this facility everyone was
released between 11 am. and 1 p.mn.

Our focus on problems associated with nigh&ime and unpredictable releases does not mean
they are the norm, at least among state faciiities. The state prisons located izz New York City from
which we drew survey participants—Queznsbora, Lincoln, Fulton, and Parkside-- released
people at set times in the late maorning. Two ofthe 14 inmates from Queensboro whom we
interviewed were met by program representatives who had been told when and where these
people would be released. Prisons autside but closer to the city release inmates in time for them to
arrive at Grand Central Station during working kours. Men leaving Sing Sing rue takenby van to
the localtrain stationand arrive in New York City by early afternoon. Bedford Hills, awoman’s
facility, also releases people in the morning, intime for them to catch an early train to Grand
{entral Station.

7 Vera InstituteofJustice
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Family and Friends

Families
With Family
With Friends
On their O

In a Shelter

In Residential Drug Treatment
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after release. Resuming life in the community was more difficult for them. Presumably, they have
few or no natural supports; otherwise, they would be living with family or friends. Also, the
'shelter environment is not conducive to staying away from drugs.

Emmett said the shelter he lived in was "disgusting. The bathrooms don't work.
Half the people aren't registered there, They climb in through the window at
night and deal and use drxgs. ” He shared a reom with 19 peaple

who had agreed to keep their area separate: they cleaned their room and did not
use drugs. Findingpermanent housing was the hardest thingfor him. ""Toget
housing, | learnedyou gotta have a lot of money or be onpublic assistance, and
the second way rakesforever ...f ean g o live places. but either there are alcohol
and drugs there. or the rent & astronomical. ** Atthe end of the sfudy, Emmett
was still waitingfor public housing and expected # be at the shelterfor at least
two more months.

It t8es someone like BEmett with a great deal of resolve to resist such an environment while
living in i t Fortunately, the other four people who were in shelters were able to move out of them
and into more stable housing during the month. Two moved into the transitional housing with ?he
help of the Women’s Prison Associationand an unidentified social service program; one found
her own place, also through the Women's Prison Association; and one moved in with her family.
A quick look at all the people who #xpected to go directly fromjail or prison to a shelter suggests
that most of those who do ot get out Of shelters quickty sucetumb to the environment. Duting the
pre-telease interviews, 13 people said they expected to live in a shelter. Eight of them dropped
out of the study, most within aweek And they were more thenseven times more likely to
abscond from parole during the month.’

Beyond Shelter
Individualswho lived with their families.alsotypically ate with them People regularly described
these shared meals and includedthem in accounts of their daily activities. For example, one
woman described an afterncon spent grocery shopping with her mother, returniing home te put
away the food, and then preparing the evening meal. Afler dinner, she stayed home to watch
.televisionand spend time with her family.

About half the people living with relatives also received some fmancial support from them.
These contributions remained stable, even while income from other sources—savings from a
prison joband income from recent employment—rose and fell.  Other families were not able to

* Five out of the 13 people (38percent) who reported, prior to release, that they were going to a sheltsr
absconded from parole supervision, compared with only 4 ofthe 75 (5 percent) who did not report going to
ashelter.

* Eight people reported income from prison employmenttwo days after release. By the end of the month,
only one person had savingsrematning fromthese jobs. By contrast, over time more people reported
income from other sources, particatarly new jobs (See next section on employment). Family cortributions
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give money to relatives returning from jail or prison. One person told us his mother turned to him
for supportwhen he got out. Several people said their families withheld or severely rationed
"waking-around money"" because tbey were afraid the person would spend it on drugs.

For some families, support also maant actively encouraging abstinence frandrugs. Two
people told us that family members accompanied them to Narcotics Anonymous meetings. One of
these families also dispatched various younger Family members to accompany the person
whenever he left the house—another way to discourage temptation to use drugs. For Hugo, a
disapproving look from his uncle one evening wes enough to curb his appetite for drugs.

"Theywere sitting on the building stoop, playing dominoes with menfrom the

reighbarhiood. People were sharing beers and then someone passed around a
Joint. Whenit came to Hugo, haput it to his lips without thinking. & #e same
moment, he saw his uncle fook directly at him and shake his kead. without Lt
smoking it, Hugo passed thejoint on tothe next guy.

Families with connections often helped people find work. Even before Marc got out of
prison, he had received tenjob offers —the result of active networking by his family and his own
solid skills as a mechanic. Thejob he aecepted paid $400 a week. Chris*s family gave him ajob
paying $450 a week in their own auto repair shop. Antonio's cousin helped him land ajob
renovating a house nearby.

To further investigate how families influence people's lives, we developed two scales to
measure and then correlate family strength and individual success. At each interview, we asked
people to rate the level of family support—as they defined it-—on a scale from | to 5. Onene
occasion, we also asked them to answer:several questions designed to reveal degreesof family
cohesion, and to say whether or not any family members use drugs and whether or not the family
accepted phone calls from the person while he or she was in prison. Higher scores on our Family
Strength Index indicate stronger and more active family relationships. Our other scale, the
Individual Success Index, measures success using the following ¢riteriz: having ajob, staying b
away from illegal activity and drug use, making new friends, and securing stable housing (where
stable means the person expects to stay theresix months or longer).

We found thattotal family strength scores correlate strosgly with total individual success
sores!  In otherwords, people with strong, suppertive familiesare more likely to succeed than
those With weak or no family support By separately analyzing aspects of each scale, we also
found that seff-defined family support was the strongest predictor of individual success, although
drug use in the family and communication during incarceration also influenced a person's
SuCcess.

may have ramalined steady desplite increasing employment rates because participantswere working only
sporadicallyor because the steady jobs they landed Were tow paying and/or part-time.
$TheR-squared =240 and the p-value is 06303,
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These rough analyses back up what people told us: that once they have their family's
acceptance, they feel confident enough to develop new relationships and begin planning for the
future. Indeed, judging from the stories we heard, acceptance may be the most valuable
contributiona family can make. Fhe people who found jobs, stayed away from drugs, made new
friends, and felt optimistic about the future were the ones who tzlked most about their family’s o
acceptance of them. i‘“
Of course not every family welcomes their relative home with open arms. Some people, '
including nineteen-year-old Reggie, told us that their families could not get past a feeling of deep
disappointment —at least during the first month.

Reggie planned io move inwith his parents and had told them when he would be
released. He certainly expected them to be home that day. aithough perkaps
asleep since his bus would arrive gfter midnight. He was surprised and hurt :o
Jfind their keuse locked and apparently empty. He laterfound out they had gone
to Disneyland. Reggie slept on their doorstep that night because he was affaid
his parole gfficer would come by to check on him. In the morsing, he went to visit
his grandmother, who let him in but refused to hug him. when he started to ¢,
she said, “Youdid this to yourself’"” After his fiamily returned from their vacation,
they let Reggie stay in their house but by the end of the month still /e ot given
him a key.

Most people without strong and supportive families need more than food and shelter to
succeed. They need repiacements for the healthy, supportive families they lack, people who will
accept and encourage them.

Friends

Amos spent three months in Willardfor dealing and wsing drugs. when he
returned to his neighborhood, he began sanging outwith ald frierds. None of
them dealt drugs &z they all smakedmarijuana. Aithough Amos was worried
about rekindling these friendships, he was also afraid of being alone —the only
alternative in his mind. Ae was surprised and relieved When jis fiiends respected
his desire tostay ¢lean. They never affered him marijuanaand did nof smoke
when he was around. He was occasionallyzespted-—fust knowing drugs were

. within reach-butfelt confident hisfriends would not allew him to risk violating
his parole byfailing adrug zesz

11 Vera Institute of Justice
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Antonio begar smoking marifuana again on his birthday. He and an old friend
celebrated by sharing a farty-ource boule of malt liquor and a blunt. He told us
itwas “fust like old times."

Reuniting with old friends, particularly people with whom drugs were shared and other crimes
committed, may, asitdid fur Antonio, prompt a refurs to old habits. Parole officers routinely - x
discourage or even prohibit such relationships precisely to prevent relapse.

Whether old friends bring people down or, as Amos's did, respect new behavior, most people in
our study —34 of the 49—met up with them when they went home.

Fifteen people choseto avoid these friends. Some completely ignored them; others told us
they would say hello and keep walking. A ttle over half of them reported feeling lonely and
isolated as a result Prison andjail h a t e s are constantly surrounded by people. Even if they
resent the lack of privacy, to leave the facility and be totally alone is a shock, one that many find
hard handle.

Curtisavoided his old frierds and had no new friends. When he was not working,
Curtiswentdone toapark or to the beach. On weekends he had meals with his
family but efter reportedfeeling lonely. Toward the end of the month, Curtiswas
berween jobs and low on money but said thathe could not ask hisfamily or
anyone elsefor kelp. Shortdy after the stiedy ended, Curtis was re-arrestedfor

shoplifiing.

It is important to note that not all old friends represent drug use and crime. For Kyle and
Emmett, associating with some people they knew before being incarcerated carried advantages.

Kyle’s neighborhood is filfed withpeople who knew him and looked outfor him.

‘Whenegver the intervigwer met Kyle in the focal park, several older men and )
women came up to him and asked how he was doing. Two of them ended up m
hiring him as ##e chef az theirfamily barbecues—his onlyjobs that month. =

Since Erumett lived in a shelter, itwas difficult for prospective employersto
reach #im—and he mightnot have wanted them to know where he lived. His
friend June let Enrmere give out her number and then took messagesfor him.
Emmert alse spent a lot of time with June and her Auesband at their howuse, which
got him out of fhe shelrer and relieved some gf ais loneliness.

By the end of the month, {7 people who sawold friends reported receiving valuable material

or emotional support framthem, while 1Z said their friends were unhelpful. The other five people
who saw old friends either would not make ajudgment or would not answer the question.
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Many peopie—34 out of the 49 who completed the study — reparted making at least one new
friend during tho past month, many through their jobs. While the effort to establish new
retationships is a good sign, we know very little about how these associations influenced people.
But based on the informationwe did collect, it would B¢ a mistake to view new friends as saviors.

For example, three out of five people who admitted drinking alcohol during the month did so in
order to “fit in” with new friends.

Employment

Finding Jobs

“Stayingemployed keeps me fom trouble. | cope by weorking, staying cur d
trouble. and leading a #ife.” -Jeiry

The nurnber-one concern for most of the people in the study was landing ajob. Throughout the
month, people consistently were more preoccupied with finding work.than avoiding drugs and
ather illegal activity or staying in good health, for example.” By the end of the month, more than
athird (1 8 of the-49) had found full or part-timejobs in the mainstream labor market

Three people worked as messengers. Tryee did renovation and construction. Two worked as
auto mechanics. And one person held each of the following jobs: telemarketet, stockroom clerk,
part-time mover, unionized welder, painter, part-time department store cashier, factory worker,
caghier at Au Bon Pain, night manager at McDonald’s, part-time housecleaner.’

In addition to those who found regular jobs, six people reported odd jobs, for which they
were paid small anountsof money off the books. One man set up and cooked at two
neighborhood barbecues. Anotherman occasionally fixed cars. One founrd a few plumbing and
custodial jobs in his neighborhood. One reported unloading a truck once. And one person worked
twice as a carpenter. All.ofthese reports seemed credible, with the exception of the man who said

he was paid to unload a truck. His story seemed suspicious becausethe interviewer suspected he
wag dealing drugs again.

7 During each interview, participants were asked to rate their concern about several 1ssues on ascale from 1
to 5, ranging from “not atall concerned”to “extremely conoamed.”  Finding ajob had a 2 9 rating across
the surveys, the highest of any concers.

£ Because the focus of thissection is on searching for work, people on Certer for Employment Opportunity
{CEO) work srews am not included inthe numbers we report. Five of the 49 participants were on CEO
work crews at the end of 30 days. Everyone enrolled in CEO gets paid, transitional work immediately.
They work four days aweek and on the fifth: day look for independent, permassnt employment with help
froma CEOjob developer. Placement on CEO crews provides people with constructive work and teaches
good work habits—certainly no less than any job we did report. CEO and similar pregrams provide a
vatuable path to employment,as discussed later in the report.
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There are some differences between people who got regular jobs and those who did not.
Everyone who found a job had prior work experience, and seven of them were employed when
they were arrested. All were under 40, and they reported sigaificantly stronger family support
than those who did not find johs—~further evidence that strong families positively influence
people coming outof jail and prison? People with some college education were also more likely _
to getjobs. Eight of the 49 people who completed the study bed taken at least one coltege-ievel
course, and all but one of them landed ajob during the month. Having a high school diploma, )
however, was not positively correlated with getting ajob.
Aside from these demographic indicators, we identified two paths to employment in the first
.month. These patterns may be more usefusf from a policy perspective than demographics because
they suggest useful job search strategies that can be taught, preferably before people are released.

The Quick Route: Getting the Old Job Back or Using Friends

Within roughly tweo weeks after release, nearly three-quarters (12 out of 18) of those whio'gotjobs
during the month had already been hired. Of the 12, eight took ajob they had held in fhe past.**
Trek their employers were willing to rehire them-——despite a criminal record—suggests they were
good employees, The jobsmay not he the best they could get, but like Larry, who went back to
his old messenger job, many of them decided that anyjob is better than being unemployed.

“I carr definitelyget a betterjob. I've got skills, | can type. Bur there's no

paint in irying fa get one now, there's no stability....J have got t0 have patience. |
have to realize I'm coming fiom prison. I knew not everyone has ajob. Even f
I'm stuck on stupid, I'm able to buy shoes, freat myself pay rent. 1've never done
thesethings before. "

The other four people who foundjobs quickly did so through family and friends. People did
not necessarily view these as perfect jobs either but as something to hold on to until they could .
look for abetter position.

Maggie got ajob in her second week out, Friends_f#om her building approached
her and asked Asr if she wanted ajob cleaning gpartments in &héuilding one
day a week Thehours werefew but regular. Near the end d the month, Maggie
had heard about a midtown hotel that was hiring cleaning stafff Figuing thatshe
knew how to do thejob, she applied. When the study ended, she had not received
¢ final response from the hotel,

Y

° ‘Those thj d amean [R TV R £ 4.5 on & 1-toeS soale of pen‘.mvw Au;‘:'idjr‘ umpgmum, while those
without jobs had a mean response of 3.8, The difference between these means is statistically significant at
the 03; the p-value is D190,

" The eight includes two work-release parhicipants who continued their jobs afler leaving prison. The othe:
five work-relgase participants in the study were not able to keep their jobs.
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The Slower Route: Searching Alone o with Help from Employment Programs

After two weeks out, the pace of findingjobs slowed down dramatically. Only six pwple were
hired during the second half of the month They all found new jobs, a few of them through
personal connections. Three searched somewhat randomly on their own; the other three used
employment programs that specialize in helping ex-offenders.

Job searching with little or no assistance takes time, effort, and perseverance. In addition to
Cal, whose stoty introducesthis report, twoe other people pounded the pavement for weeks, then
finally found work Althea hoped to get help through a welfare-to-workprogram and the New
York City Traamg, Assessment, and Placement program, commonly cailed TAP, but when she
saw.that she was ""muchmore qualified than the people around me,"" she decided to strike outon
her own. She answered classified ads and approached ocal stores and r¢stazrants. She finally got
ajob as adepartment store cashier, atier passing a math fest and a drug test. Emmett found his job
as a night manager & McDonald's in much the same way.

For people with few or no connections, partnering with a specialized employment agency can
make the search much easier. These agencics help people assess their skillsand organize the
process, and they refer people to employers who are willing to hire ex-offenders. The Center for
Employment Opportunities (CEO) and Wildcat Services Corporation, two New York City
nonprofits that serve ex-offenders, helped the other three people get jobs. Two of these people got
theirjobs atthe end of the month. This is because working with an agency takes time. Everyone
has to go-through an orientation and skills assessment before a search can begin.

Some approaches to pounding the pavement are sensible and productive, while others are
haphazard at best. Helping people assess their skills, plan a search strategy, and learn how to
approach and follow up with employers beforethey are released would expedite the process for
many and boost their confidence. Study participants said making connections with businesses
that employ parolees would be most helpful. (One well-respected program in another state begins
linking employers with inmates shortly before they are released.} Everyone would not need such
services. Some have strong connections or know how to find ajob quickly, and other people will
not be interested.

Still Unemployed

The demographictraits of the 31 pecple who finished the study but did not find jobs are
dramatically different from those who did. They were older (37 compared with 30}.!* The
majority (23 of 31) were unemployed at the time of arrest, and about half of these people (13) had
not worked in a long time, if ever. The 13 long-term unemployedare men and women over 40,
many of whom also have long-standingsubstance abuse problem and wnveyed little confidence
in their ability to find a job.

" Tho differencein the mean ages is statistically significant—at the .01 level, a strong number. The
pevalue is H087,

15 Vera Institute of Justice



A - 54

When asked to describe her employment history, a 45-year-old woman said “In my twenties I
worked. Then 1 was a housewife. Then | was on SSL” Another woman, nearty fifty, had last
worked ten years ago in a bra factory. A fifty-year-old men had no work for twenty years and had
‘never held ti job longer than six months. Another man worked at Chemical Bank long ago but had
been on public assistance most of his life. W e identified three patterns.amongthose who were
still unemployed e the end of the study: looking without success, postponing the search, and not &
.looking.

Looking Without Success

Five unemployed people did &y to find ajob. althoagh most of them were conducting uninformed
searches. One woman with clerical skills wept to countless offices and could not find any
employers willing to hire an ex-offender. Another applied at several places and went on some
interviews, to no avail. One man who started off strong, applying for several jobs quickiy, sank
into inertia when none of these employers called him back. Another was waiting for hil paroie
officer to find him something, and when he realized that was not the officer’s job, he began
applying at various Jumber yards in a haphazard way. Another filed applications once a week but
never followed up. Near the end of the month, he mentioned ajob training program but did not
know whether or even how to enroll,

Ignorance about how to find or use ajob training program is typical. Fifteen participants said
they had heard about job training or job development pregrams but, aside from the people
required to enroll in CEO, only four actually used them.

None ef the people in the study who were looking for work identified lack of transportation
as a barrier to employment. Bzt based on comments we heard during the fecus groups we held
with ex-offenders in Rochester and Albany, people returning to smaller cities will likely confront
the issue. In Rochester, and to a lesser extent in Albany, jobs for low-skilled or unskilled workers
were located in areaseither not accessible by public transportation or accessible only during the
day and eariy evening. And many parclees with access to cars are not allowed to drive.

Postponingthe Search

Many participants in our survey told us they could notevent h i i aboutbeginningajob search
until they “got their {ifz together.”” They wanted to take care of what they viewed as more
fundamental problems. Some people had to open cases at the Division 6f AIDS Services; some
had to find a place 1 live; one 19-year-oldwho bad been in school at Rikers wanted to complete
his GEL}; one man was in residential drug treatment and would be for several months. Some
wanted to complete their applications for public assistance, including Medicaid, which required
repeated visits to the welfare offiees. Many in this group were HIV positive and were concerned i
about getting insurance and medical attention. Two women spent a fair amonnt of time in family

court, trying to regain custody of their children. While they did not reject the idea of work, it was

not their priority d the time. As they began to settle other issues, they started talking aboutjobs.
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Living in a shelter with no source of income and recently diagnosed £V positive,
Tomyer could not think about gessing ajob. She wanted fo find stable housing and
deal with #ewith carefirst. She was running low on medication and needed to
Agure out how to get her prescripticns refilied. She also wanted toworkon a
résumé, and assess her skilis to know what type ef job to lookfor. Cnly then
could she begin an activejob search. One by one, Torya completed these tasks.
When #he study ended, she had moved into tramsitienal housing, was nearly
finished with her welfare application. and had replenished her medication. Two
weeks loter, after the srudy ended, Tonpa called lo say, “7 just wantedyou t0
know, I‘vefound ajob.”

Two women claimed they wanted to work, but could not because they were attending
drug treatment programs several hours a day for several days a week.

Just Not Interested

‘Twelve people had fewer treatment sessions to attend and less entanglement in social service
systems, yet still were not looking for work. Many, like Charlie and Maya, said they were too
busy to look, but accounts of their days do net suppert their ¢laims. They may have been lazy,
distracted, or afraid. Whatever the reason, they gave no indication that they planned to look for
work any time soon.

Charlie told his irtgrviewer he had “roo many appointments ' to lookfor work.
but then described the previous day’s activitier asfollows: “Wokeup at 4:3(
am.. didpush-ups, tookmedication, wetched TV, then went outside to look at
girls all day, Wenttosleep || p.m.”

Maya claimed that she was too busy with her meandated programs to look for a .

job. Yether daily logs indicate that gfter movingfrom a shelter fo a privare ﬁ
room, she spent most d her days walking around near Chelsea Piers. where she
took infree concerts andpeople-watched

No single portrait fitsall the people who appeared uninterested in working. Charlie and Maya
are among the over-forty, long-term unemployed people mentioned earlier {anotker portion of
that group was going to drug treatment and dealing with social services). Other older people had
recent job experience that would have helped them get a new job. Several younger people had no
interest in looking forwork, on¢ becaiise he was concentrating on recording a rap albumt thathe
hoped would propel him to stardom '

A few people said they were not fooking because if a parolee is offered ajob at all itwill be a
very law-paying, undesirable position, which they would not azcept. Gerald described a iong job
search the last time he came home from prison. Because he found nothing, he went back to drug
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dealing. This time around he is not even looking, and suggested he might be too proud to get a
job

“Semepeople tellyou ‘Something’sbetter than nothing.' OKfor them maybe.
New Yorkis the onlyplace Ihave trouble getting ajob. Z#ere should be more
seven- and eighr-dollar-an-hour jobs, not this bullshit 3150 a week ”

Like others in our study, Gerald was used to making hundreds to thousands of dollars a week
selling drugs. The skift in lifestyle isjarring. But most participants, unlike Gerald, were
struggling to acceptthe change.

Substance Abuse and Other lllegal Activity

Alcohol and Drug Abuse

Nearly all the people who completed the study—46 out of 40— told us they had abused alcohol
or used illicitdrugs the year before they were incarcerated. A minority, about one out of every
five who had used drugs, described their habit as ”no problem.” At the other extreme, fully half of
the group said they had used drugs more than once aday and labeled their habit “an extremely
serious problem.”

Staying Clean

Returning to the outside world and facing situations that used to trigger drug use makes relapse
very tempting. Moreover, many people feel anxious and stressed out—feelings they used to quell
by getting high. Despite these pressures, the vast majority of former drug users in our. study told
us they managed to stay clean during their first month out. While we made no attempts to confirm
their stories, they were nearly always consistent with what we observed over the course ofseveral
lengthy interviews.

Many people could identify clear reasons for staying cfean. One woman wanted t» maintain
her retationship-with her fiancé, who does not use drugs. Two others did it for their children.
Some people who are HIV positive wanted to protect their kealth. One womanjust does not like
the way she acts when she is high. Several people mentioned the pressure of regular drug tests by
parole. .

“Heroinis very physical. Your body wants it. Yourstomach is turning. But then
the £.€2. comes in my mind and he might take a drug fest.” —Hugo
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Unfortunately, the strategies many people used to stay clean cannot be sustained for very
long.

Kim spent most of her time inside smeking cigarettes and watchingmovies.
Whenevershe got money, she immediately spent it to avoid having cash on hand
that she could use to buy drugs. She even window-shopped in advance, fo pick
out what she would buy.

Perhaps, Kim’s instinct.;, not the tricks she plays on herself, will help her in the long run. Once
Kim had such a strong urge to use that she went to see a friend she knew was getting high. When
shesaw her friend high, Kim was so disgusted she left. Another woman described a similar
experience. Her sister was using drugs. When she saw how terrible her sister looked, the woman
realized that was how she used to look and it strengthened her resolve to stay clean.

Relapsing

Seven former substance abusers who completed the study reported relapsing: four used drugs and
three drank alcohol. Although ather pwple reported drinking alcohol recreationally, only those
who were identifiedas problem drinkers were considered lo have relapsed. In addition, we know
of four people who dropped out of the study and who then relapsed. While there may be others,
serious substance abusers were not more likely to leave the study than anyone else. The pre-
incarcerationdrug habits of the initial sample and the group who completed the study were nearly
identical.

The seven people who relapsed have little in common, but one indicator stands eut: weak
farnily bonds. M3BE of the people who relapsed (five out of seven) had lower overall scores on the
Family SupportIndex compared with those who stayed ¢lean. They scored particularly low on the
togetherness and support component.; of the index, which suggeststhat spending time with family
and receiving emotional support can help keep people away from drugs and alcohol, at least
shortly afterrelease.

One man had no family ataif and his friends were drug users who did not support his
altempts to stay clean. Four others, including Curtis, maintained distant relationships with their
families—although their families provided housing, feod, and/or cash at Some point during the
montbh.

Curtls’s sister let him stay with her after he was released, but he neverfelt
comfortable there and moved our @ week later. Over the month, he saw hisfather
and brother but-ke did not gér along with either of them. He never connected with
his nother-—gven though she Zived N the.city—and was out of touch with his son,
whois inhigh school. By the end of the month, his new girlfriend was-breaking
up with himfor being too possessive —he has a kistory of domestic viglence—and
he was drinking every day.
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The two youngest people who relapsed—bott men in their twenties who started smoking
marijuana again—were in @ somewhat different situation. Both reported being part of a close-knit
family, However, their famities apparently had little inflnence over what they did.

For five out of the seven, relapse did not prevent them from getting ajob. One might argue
that their focus on work instead of recovery facilitated their relapse, but they did not suggest that
working directly interfered with treatment. They simply were not interested in attending treatment
sessions. The other two people who relapsed —who were also tho most serious drug users and the
oldest of the seven—were not working.

Getting Treatment

Thirty-five people reported attending at least one freatment session by the end of the study. Most
had been required to attend treatment, although some went voluntarily. The reactions to mandated
treatment among those who enrolled during the study varied considerably. A few people,
including Emmett, found treatment extremely heipful.

Emmett, a recoveringheroin addict, was enrolled in three differen treatment
programs. FHe never missed a miecting, even though he worked at night. Emmett
used treatmentro 72 Up his free time, and he made newfriends through each
program. “I’mcontent because it’s given me my /ife back It’s made me &etzer
myself and ger my self-esteem back.”

More people, however, found little value in treatment. Those who were heavy users before
they were incarcerated said that sitting in a classroom with other addicts and talking about how
good it feels to get high only stimulated their appetite for drugs.

“I don 't want to be inno ¥.4. roam, reciting s¢ories, hearing other people
talking about it. That’s{ike playing a videotape in my mind. Rewind, rewind.
Sometimesyou need guidance, but | don‘t always want to talk about it. Youstart
thinking, ‘Thatwas a beaurifil high, | wantto &y a bag, just half a bag.” I fry to
block that.” —Kyle

A few felt that they did not have a problem and did not need to spend time in treatment.

Timused to smoke marifuara recreativnally but says he has not missed it since
he went to prison. He was required toattend a treatmentprogram. Although he
did not mind listeningto the stories the recoveringaddicts told and giving them
advice. he did srot want togo every week. He worked long hours and the drug
programwas an hour and a Aaff awayfrom his home.
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Although people's zssessment of the value of mandated drug treatment programs is mixed, it
is interesting to note that most of the people who relapsed were not getting consistent treatment.
Five of the seven people who relapsed were required to be in a program but did not-go regularly.
Most were not particularly interested in treatment and seemed to accept their drug vse—with two
exceptions. By the end of the month, a woman who was not mandated to treatment and had
started to use heroin regularly planined to enroll in a program. Lasty, an alcoholic, alsowanted to
stop.

“I've been taking a serious fook. at drinking alcohol. It 's okayfor norinal people,
but I'm not a normal person, I'm an addict. Now I'm drinking e spice up my fife,
but when | drink, ! see signs'of self-destruction.

Whether or not people wanted treatment, many had to overcome obstacles to enroll in and
attend these program — and some did not get in before the study ended. Getting Medicaid was the
biggest barrier for people who needed health insurance to cover the cost. Over half the people
who completed the study (28 out of 493 were applying for Medicaid. They beganthe application
process affer they were released and then had to wait for their coverage to become effective.

Getting Medicaid was importantto many ofthem for reasons other than enrolling in a drug
treatment program Fifteen people reported a chronic medical condition and two reported
psychological problems. Seven people are HIV positive.”* Some people told us they were worried
about running out of medication, and a few reported skipping doses to make their medication last
ionger, hopefully until they were covered. Neighborhood clinics and hospital programs provided
medication and care to some people who had no ather aptionss, By the end o fthe month, 31
people were covered by sometype of health insurance, including Medicaid, ADAP, and private
carriers.

Delays in getting Medicaid meant that many people who were required to attend a treatment
program could not enrolt immediately, which put them at risk of relapsing and of violating parole.
Many people told us their parole officer understood their dilemma and suspended their treatment
requirement util they got Medicaid.

Many people who did not need insurance also faced delays. Some were waiting for an
appointmentwith ACCESS, an interagency program operated by the New York State Division of
Parole and the Office of Aleohol and Substance Abuse Services, which assesses and refers people
to treatment programs. This {3 the situation Cai faced, when he had ask-week waif for an
ACCESS appointment.

Some people claimed that.they did not attend sessions regularly because of the cost o f getting
from home or work to-a treatmment Center. One man told us he skipped seme sessions because he
could not afford carfare, and he is afraid of being violated beenuse of these absences. Another

'2 prison frunates Who are HIV positive or have Ailx$ get help applying for ADAP (AIDSDrug Assistance
Program) funds. AIJAP is a State-runprogram that pays for medication for people with HIV/AIDS who are
not eligible for Medicaid.
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man who said he had no money and many appointments to go to -~ drug treatiment among them —
jumped aturnstile.

Other Illegal Activity

Based on what people in the study told us, as well as information provided by the New York State
Division ofParole and the New York State Division ef Criminal Justice Services, eight of the 8
people We interviewed prior to release engaged in criminal activity at some point during the
month. Of the people released from state facilities, four committed crimes: one stole (and was
arrested), one sold her food stamps for money, one shoplifted, and one jumped a turnstite. Of the
people released from citfy juils, three stole, and one sold drugs. ATl four were arrested. We do not
know the stories behmd these last four criminal acts since the offenders dropped out of the study
after the second interview."

Four people is a small proportion of the entire sample; nevertheless, some themes emerge
From the stories we do know.

Tanya was a drug #ser and seller who discoveredshe was Hi¥ pesitive inprison.
Rather than use her release money to get high as she had before, she went
straight toa private shelter. Tanyadid not &ow of anypublic resourcesfor
people living with 27, and would not contact her relatives in New York because
they were drug users. Determined to "'makeitwork, ' shespent the first two
weeks in her room at the shelter, emerging only to reporttoparole and to 1y
applyfor public assistance, She had no money andsometimes went Aurgry. She
was also running low on her F1¥ medicarion and her psychiatric drugs. She
started skipping doses to stretch out thepills because she did notknow of a clinic
thut would ref# her prescriptionand anyway, she would not have been able to
afford transportation there.,

In her third week out. she overheard someone a¢ the shelter mention the
Women's Prison Association. She wert there #nd met a social worker, who had
actually spoken to her prison counselor et Albion and was supposed to work with
Tonya affer she was released Z%e social workerfound Tonya a roam in
Providence House, a transitional living facifity; located a clinic thatcould
replenish her medication: and helped her applyfor emergencypublic assistance.
Yeton the day she moved, Tanyadid not have any money. She did havefood
stamps and exchanged then for cash She never mentioned sellingfood stamps
again.

¥ In addition, two people were arrested for absconding from parole, doneser = s 14 o
Lakeview told us he was charged with viclating city property (staying in 2 public park after hours) and was
se1 e d fo three days cotmunity service.
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When Evan was released, someone from the Staten Island AIDS Task Force met
him and immediately brought him to an apartment in Cueers he would share
with six roommates. Evan rarely lefthis apartrrent— it costs toomuch to move
around" - even thoughsome of his roommates were using drugs and he was
“trying not to relapse. Although he received food stamps and emergency cash, he
was quickly running out of money. " ldon't have T'¥, radio, ain * got & phone to
call nobody. Ain't got carfare. ”

After becoming befiigerent outside a Division af 4IDS Services uffice—he
had waited all day without being called—Ewan war hospitalizedfor a psyehintric
evaluation. He was interviewed before he Zeft the hospital, and said he was most
concerned aboutpaying back hisfamily theforty dollars they loaned him
because they were pressuring him. He was also eager to get his welfare case
started and receive Medicaid. One day hejumped a turustile inthe subway
because he said he did not have enough money to travel to his social service
appointments.

There are two strong similarities in these stories. Neither Tonya nor Evan had money when
they needed it. And both lacked family support. Tonya had no family in New York City who did
not use drugs. Evan's family avoided him and he lived with strangers who used drugs. They felt
isotated, helpless, and desperate. Their crimeswere very ill-considered responses to their
desperate situations, and, as far as we were teld, were not repeated.

By contrast, Zo# and Winston's repeated crimes fall into a lifelong pattern of criminat
behavior that was part of a lifestyle.

Winstonprided himself on being a talented thief, b when he started using drugs
a few years ago, he began taget caught. After leaving #iilard, he reteoned tohis
apartment o find all thefurniture gone because his drug-addicted giriffiend had
sold itall to get high. Winstonreported that his parole gfficer told him not to
warkand to concentrateinstead on resolving his d»ug problem in treatment. He
and his girifrissd lived off ker public assistance check while he waited for a
payment from his Veterans Administration pension fimd,

After being outfor two weeks, Winstonbegan stealing, beginning with stolen
sneakers. a case of svoks, and fifty watches from street vendors. He did it,he
told his interviewer, in order to bring inincome. Bur once he started, he found
he could not stop. He boosted to his interviewer about his various heists. He
started drinking heavily, such that the interviewer noticed he was slightly drunk
at their interviews. He continued to steal merchandiseand to drinkalcohol more
and more often until he was arrested some time thefollowing week
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Zog was a drug user and “professional” shoplifier. On her first day out, she met
up with an old user fiend and got high. BUt afier thar, Zoé tried to stay away
frompeople and places that triggered drug zse and crime. Zez was livingwith a
sister she was not close to, SO she spent ker free time with her daughter and i,
grandchildren, who did not have the resources to take her in
As Zvé becante less and less welcome in her sister’s home, she began to have
urges to shoplift and take drugs. She avoided big departmentstores, her old
haunts, in an attempt o control #er urge tosteal, but by thefourth week she had
begun to steal and resell merchandise. Her biggest concern was going back lo
jail. But she did notfeel readyfor ajob and in her last interview said she was
using drugs and stealing regwiarly and expected to be re-arresredsoon.

Winston and Ze€ bad ahistory of stealing and both took pride i their skill. When things became
difficult for them, in terms of family refationships or financial support, they returned to their old

patterns. Heavy substance use made it that much more difficult for them to control their crimieal
behavior.

U
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Parole Supervision

Of the 49 people who completed the study, 46 were on parole. Their participation in our study

provided a rare opportunity to observe how a group of parolees was supervised over the first

thirty days after refease, based on their own reports. Most said their parole supervision was useful -
‘because it helped them stay away from drugs and crime. ”

Everyone reported going to all their required visits, which occurred once a week for most of '
the sample.™ In tbe fastweek of the survey, some of those with jobs had their reporting
frequency reduced to once every other week. Some people said their parole efficers visited them
athome, but our surveys did not specifically address home visits.

Thereported length of a visit with a parole officer (excluding waiting time) varied
dramatically across the survey. For example, at one week out, responses ranged from fiveminutes
o an hour and a half. The variations occurred more freguently.acrosg the participants as a group
than within any single parolee's report. That is, someone whe reported a short initial visit tended
to report short visits throughout the month; someone who reported an initial thirty-minute
meeting tended to report the same for later visits. Once they established a pattern, they tended to
stay with it.

Shorter meetings, however were more common. Some parolees are satisfied with this length;
it is the sort of minimalist relationship they want.

**Atmy meetings, the P.O.just gives the rules. He says "You'reclose to maxing
out, stay out of trouble.* He's cool. He doesn 't stress me.” — Antonio

But some parolees eventually need more time with their parole officers. If they start offwith
brisk, no-nonsense meetings, they may have trouble shifting gears.

Natalie stayed straight &y the end df tk« 30 days, but wes having a hard time of
it. She had nojob, and barely went to substance abuse freatmert: She said that
parole had not helped her, but admitted she had not askedfor help. She and her
parole officer fell into a perfunctory relationship that barely figured in her life.
Yetshe was close to the edge, and herparole afficer probably did not know it.

Regardless of the length of the meeting, all of the people in our survey reported having to
wait a long time to see their parole officers, a few as long as two to three hours. This may be an
unavoidable by-product of a very crowded system. But since more time in a paroie office means
more time with other parolees, supeivisors might want to minimizetime spent io the waiting
room. People in Rochester and Albany reported shorter waitingtimes of 15 to 20 miinutes.

' Nine of the original sample of 76 parolees absconded from parole supervisionduring the first thirty days
out None of them remained in our final sample.
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Oncethe meetings begin, people report a variety of experiences, but they all bad the baseline
experience of being monitored. They are asked about where they have been and whom they have
seen. They all take urine tests, although everyone is not tested every week.

With very Few exceptions, people appreciatethe monitoring. As one person said, “I need the
supervision. It keeps me intimidated, keeps me walking a straight line. I'm gratefut for it”
Another said, “parole will help me stay out of troubte because it is watching me. | was in prison
for two years, and I'm used to having people being on me.”

Some people reported that their parole officers offered advice on a variety of matters,
including strategies that will helpthem lead a “straight” life, something that many people do not
know how to do. A few officers go farther, working actively with people who are making
steps toward suceess."” For example, these officers may acknowledge that a parolee has forged
strong personal ties by approvinga change of residence, perhaps from a family home to a place
with a long-term partner. They may change curfews to fit working hours or reward someone who
is doing well. They may arrange for a drug treatment program that will ascornmodate awork
schedule, or the schedule ofsomeone who is seriously foeking for work. These officersseemed to
he doing this as a regular part of theirjob, without spending extra resources, and only a little more
time.

Larry was having problems with time management. He was working, asd finding
it very hard to ger fom hisjob in downtown Marihartan todinner at his mother*s
in Brooklyr and thenhome ¢ the Bronx without violating his

& p.m. curfew. Whenhe explained his frustration to hisparole efficer, the gfficer
suggested that Larry develop a differenr schedule, and perhaps visit his mother
less gffen during the week He also extended Larry’s curfew to 11 p.m.

Immediately ¢fter release. Jamalfound ajob ihrougha friend. He loved making
money the eld-fashioned way and coming home gf7e» a hard day of work with the
guys. Jamal did not love drug frectment, however, and used his work as an
excuse toskip most of the sessions of his mandatedprogram, which occurred
during the doy. When his parole gfficer asked why he was not attending his
program, Jamal said i was because af hisjob. “Fine.”” said his #.&. “I'f{ change
your assignment to aprogram that only meets rwo times a week ixstead of every
dey. SInCe your job keepsyou eut past yowr old curfew, 1’1l remove the top ralf of
your curfew.”
Jamal waspleased with this change, but again skipped several drug

" treatment sessions. Then, hi? £.Q, ealled. “f cut youwa break, and rowyou have
to work with me. If you're not in the drug program sext mieeting, I'll bustyou i
send you back tojail. * ‘AndJamal couldr 't argue. He hated the concept of

¥ Lakeview graduates consistently described their parolectticers as very helpful in addition to the
monitoring they previded. Similar wends amongthe rest of the sample were not evident.
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parole, but he had to admit that hisparole afficer seemed to be werking with him
to help him moveforward. So he went to drug treatment.

Peoplereported a great diversity in their parole officers’ personal styles. Each style had its
,advantages. For example, one officer started off by being very harsh and confrontational. This
approach had a great impact on the parolee.-Every time he would think of using drugs, he would
see his *.(3.’s face and stop himmself, Over time, the officer eased up, scheduling meetings farther
apart. On the other hand, this stylewould backfire with someone like Larry, who is very needy
and sensitive o what others think of kim. Larry*s officer made sure to praise him when he found
ajob and an apartment with a friend.

Women (with the exception of the shock parolees) reported meeting their parole officers only
in the context of group sessions with other female parolees. These sessions covered suchtopics as
relationships and sexuality, budgeting, and drugs. \\hiille most women liked the
groups, a few resented spending their time in a room full of other people instead of having a cne-
on-one session with their parole officer. Whether these women could ask for private time with
their parole officer was not clear from our surveys.

Study participants’ most consistent criticism of the parole functionin the first thirty days out
is that parole officers did not help them find jobs. No parole officer found a participant ajob, and
avery few provided referrals. We are not stating that this was, or necessarily should be, part of
parole officers’jobs. Yet most of our participants expected, or atleast wanted, their parole
officers to perform this function, and were disappointed when their officers did not do so. This
clash between peoples’ expectations and parole officers” actions led some parolees to conclude
that parole would not help them in any way. For example, after one person asked his officer for
help finding a job and did not get it, he remarked that parole supervisionwas’*no hetpat all.” Or
as anotherperson put it: “I don’t seewhat parole does. It would be okay if they helped yon find a
job. But only to find out what you’re doing? Anyone can do that.” At least one participant wasted
several weeks of potential job searching waiting for his parole officer to help him.

To eliminate this confusion, people should learn——preferably before their release —that parole
officers are not expected to help them withjob searches. But given how frequently people ask for
this kind of hetp, perhaps it should be provided by another means.
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Predictions

At the end of the last survey, we asked participants to predict their likelihood of going back to

prison and to evaluate their prospects for future success. These conversations revealed a great
deal abouthow these participants see their place in the world and how much they feel they can

control their behavior and their environment.

A few people understood what it takes to stay straight and believed they had exough control
over their own behavior to make it happen. They felt they had the discipline to refrain from

violating parole or committing new crimes.

Emmett had been toail several timesfor drug offenses and kad just finished his
first prison sentence. He was doggedly opsimistic aout not going back: “1'm
doizig my best nottogo badk £ &#ow how to do things the #gh¢ wap, and there

are so many doors openfor me. | am going to use them to my advantage."

Tim. a first-tirme, low-level offender, said, “f fziow what it takes te go toprison, it
doesn’t just happen ” He explained his earfier offense by saying that he had
gotten in with the wrong crowd, and made bad choices. 4t the end of the study,
Tim had a good job, lookedforward to studyingfor his GED in the upcoming
months, had a gir{fiend he wanted to sertle down with, and a very Jarge, close-

knit fa=éfy. He thought his Zifz was on the right rrack.

Far more common than this confidence was a fegling of powerlessness in the face of the
criminal justice system and their environment. A few people said they could only imagine going
back to prison if they were convicted of something they did not do. Hugo has stayed clean and

found steady work, yet he still felt that he could be picked up in a sweep any day.

Some people did not want to refurn to crime, but could not say they never would, and
suggested that circumstances, not willpower, dictated their actions. Ramon said this about going

back: ""You never know what can happen. Circumstances are beyond my control.”*

Antonio refused to consider whether he would refurm to prison, except to say, 7
can't teffyou. I could be home today and 7 step out tomorrow ard ge¢ intoan
altercation and bustsomeone’s #zad. Today I'm here withyou. Tomorrow,you

don? know."

These people need to develop a greater sense of control over their own actions—coming, perhaps,
&omsuccesses that they can attsibute to themselves — beforethey wilk feel that the decision to

avoid prison is in their hands.

Many people couid not articulate a plan for staying out of prison. They "wouldn't wish prison

onmy worst enemy,”* as one put it, but theirdesire to stay out does not mean they will not go
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back One man rated going back to prison as extremely unlikely, but just because he was going to
church and had “a lady friend.” Another said he would not ge back because, “I don’t want to go
Pack,” as if he had wanted to go to prison in the past. A female, first-time offender said she would
not go back because she never repeated experiences. Once she finished a drug, she never went
back to it, and it would be the same withjail.

It is siriking that the participants who felt they had the most control over the decisionto go
hack were those who, by any objective standard, were already doing well. Emmett and Tim had
jobs and friends and were staying clean. Perhaps these objective indicators of “making it”
allowed them to think of themselves in positive terms. This self-confidence, in tum, may have
helped them shape their lives in positive ways. Most people do not ezrerge from prison orjail
with much confidence about their future success, nor are they returning to sircumstances that
inspire confidence.

Preparation for Release

Most people were offered some kind of pre-release planning where they were incarcerated. Only
five people in general confinement, four & HITP, and ten from Rikers said they were not offered
any. Butthe nature Of these programs and people’s satisfaction with them differed gteathy.

We asked people during the pre-release interview how useful they found this planning, on a
scale of 1 (“not at all useful”) to 5 (*exfremely usefud’”). The average for the eight populations,
except shock, was slightly below 3. Shock participants gave consistently high ratings. But the
averages do not tell the whole story, since individual ratings of helpfulnessvaried widely among
the 29 people in general confinement who received pre-release planning from facilities all over
New York State.

White people expressed diverse views of pre-release services, they were consistent in what
they believed would make a difference in their preparation for release. Even more interesting,
their suggestions were echoed by parole officers with whom we spoke. Both felt that by
concentrating on the following areas, pre-release planning could make a difference in the lives of
people after they leave prison:

Job Assistance. As noted in the section on employment, helping people assess their job skills,
develop networks, and make connections with employers who are willing t hue ex-offenders
could happen before release, which would give people a boost in their job search. Indeed, people
mentioned wanting help finding ajob more than any other pre-releaseservice. They wanted to be
steered toward particularemployers™whe would hue ex-offenders. As one person said, “I needjob
leads. Everything else they talk about is useless.”

Baric Documentation: Birth Certificate, Social Security Cardand Photo ID. In order to legally
work in the United States, people are required to show proof of identity and employment
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eligibility. They must also show proof of identity to apply for Medicaid, which many need to pay
for substanceabuse treatment. People would have liked to have had these documentswhen they
left prison or jail so they could begin jobs or treatment tight away. Unfortunately, only 32 of the
initial sample of 88 obtained birth certificates. Many people also reperted having to secure their
own social security card after release.

Photo identification s also required for many daily transactions, such as cashing checks.
Lack of photo identification is a concern because inmates are supposedto surrendertheir prigon
I upon release. Given these problems, study participants suggested that preparation for release
include acquiring documentation required €or work, as well as government-issued photo
identification, such as a non-driver’s ID.

Making Necessary Lirks with the Health and Mental Health Care Systems. Most people in the
study were required to enter drug treatment upon release. To pay for these programs, however,
many needed Medicaid. They could not apply until after they were released and obtained
identification—and then they had to wait up to 45 days for this coverage to be effective. Study
patticipants—uboth in New York City and upstat —believe this process should be completed
before release.

Two people were required hy parole to get mental health treatiment, yet neither of them left
their facility with a currentmental health evaluation. Their treatment had not begun by the end of
the thirty days becausethey still had not been assessed. Conducting mandated mental health
evaluations as part of the preparation for release would make the treatment process more
efficient.

Connectionswith Cammumity Service Providers. Five people reported making connectionswhile
in prison to a corununity or nonprofit service organization In four cases, these early centacts led
to concrete assistance that eased the transition to kife outside prison or jail. (The fifth person, who
said she would be going to a program for mentally ill, chemically addicted people ru: by Cathelic
Charities, drepped out of the survey.)

One person found the Minority Task Force on AIDS through its presentations at Queensboro.
The group helped him find an apartment, and he attended a substanceabuse program it operates.
Another Queensboro inmate hooked up with the Staten Island Task Force on AIDS, which placed
him in a grovp home. One woman learned about the Women’s Prison Association when a
representative came to Parkside Correctional Facility. The group helped her get a room of her
own so she could move out of a shelter. Finally, a woman from Bedford Hills connected with a
MICA program in Brooklys just before she was released. A social worker from the program met
her at Grand Central Station on the day she returned to the city. The program also helped her find
a bed in atransitional home and provided her with a caseworker.

Making these early connections —to mental heaith providers, drug treatment programs, and
other services—more often would mean that more people would be met upon release and swifily
integrated into the programs.
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Looking Forward

These suggestions for improved, systematic preparation for release could be accomplished in a
few facilities functioning as *"pre-releasecenters,”* where inmates could receive the following:

e Documentation for work and a photo ID

¢ Job assistance, including search tips and referrals to potential employers
Help applying for Medicaid, which would be activated immediately upon release
Mental health assessment and connections with clinics

* Connectionsto representativesfrom community-based programs, who might be able to
meet inmates on the day they are released

= Help involving their families so they are prepared to provide the support their relative

will need upon release. (Families would also have an opportunity to ask questionsabout
their relatives' parole requirements.)

The Queensboro Correctional Facility provides some insight into how a pre-release center
might operate. Queensbom is already a funnel for inmates from a variety of state facilities who
will scon return to New York City, The facility invites community groups to make presentations
and attempts to interest inmates in these programs. Two inmatzs in our study benefited greatly
fromthe involvementof these organizations. But Queensboro does not appear to provide any
otter kind of pre-release planning. Enhancement and institutionalizationof its current practices,
joined with the efements outlined above, could be the core of a new, comprehensivermsthod of
preparing inmates for release.

[
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